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With the increasingly frequent cultural exchange, especially the popularity of 
American TV series in recent years, the translation quality of subtitles has gradually 
come into the spotlight. This dissertation chooses the translatability of figures of 
speech favored in subtitles as its research object, approaches and analyzes it from 
hermeneutic perspective, in the hope that this research can contribute to the 
improvement of translation quality of these figures of speech, so as to enable the 
Chinese audience to better understand the western culture and appreciate the humor 
and glamour of these figures of speech. 
The author first reviews the definitions of translatability from linguistic 
approaches, and then investigates into the hermeneutic school of western translation 
theory represented by Schleiermacher, Gadamer and Steiner, aiming at summarizing 
their viewpoints directly elaborating translation or translatability. Not satisfied with 
these sporadic and unsystematic viewpoints, the author ventures to sort out systematic 
theoretical rationale for translatability and untranslatability based on the analysis of 
the development from epistemological hermeneutics to ontological hermeneutics and 
post-Gadamer hermeneutics. It is noteworthy that traditional translation theories focus 
on the process of reformulation and transformation while hermeneutics’ focus shifts 
forward to the understanding and comprehension of the author’s intent, textual 
meaning and significance, fusion of horizons between the author, the interpreter and 
the reader, the acceptability to the reader or audience, which is of practical value to 
the translation of figures of speech in subtitles. The author then switches to introduce 
the background knowledge of figures of speech, subtitles and subtitling, with a focus 
on the taxonomy of figures of speech and the essential feature of subtitling, namely, a 
poly-diasemiotic transfer characterized by the tension between information overload 
and spatio-temporal constraint of subtitles. In the end, the author chooses a micro 
perspective to elaborate the translatability of representative schemes and tropes 
favored in subtitles, namely, puns, chiasmus and allusions through comparative 
analysis, hoping to prove (1) the translatability of figures of speech favored in 
subtitles is subject to the author’s intention, textual meaning, fusion of horizons 















subtitling, the dualistic tension between the subject and object, between domestication 
and alienation, between the interpreter’s presence and the audience’s absence, the 
degree of acceptability to audience, the necessity to reproduce the aesthetic feature of 
puns as well as the logical coherence of the context; (2) the unity of formal meaning 
and substantive meaning of figures of speech in source language, upon translation, 
becomes irreconcilable contradiction in target language; in other words, the necessity 
to reproduce aesthetic feature and rhetoric effect, to satisfy acceptability to target 
language readers or audience and to ensure the logical coherence inevitably eclipses 
the cultural connotation communicated by the surface structural meaning of the 
figures of speech in source language; (3) the emphasis of understanding the author’s 
intent and textual meaning does not negate the interpreter’s subjectivity and creativity 
during the process of understanding and reformulation of the figures of speech in 
subtitles; likewise, the emphasis of ontological value of interpreter, the acceptability 
to the audience or the distantiation of the text does not entitle the interpreter to 
arbitrary manipulation of the translation of figures of speech in subtitles.   
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0.1 Research Focus 
The increasing popularity of American TV series has brought the translation 
quality of subtitles into the spotlight. This dissertation chooses the translatability of 
figures of speech favored in the subtitles of these popular American TV sitcoms as its 
research focus and the figures of speech analyzed herein are selected based on the 
statistics of their frequency of use in the subtitles. This dissertation attempts to sort 
out systematic theoretical rationale for translatability and untranslatability through the 
analysis of the development from epistemological hermeneutics to ontological 
hermeneutics and post-Gadamer hermeneutics. Based on the hermeneutic rationale, 
the dissertation switches to a micro perspective to elaborate the translatability of 
representative schemes and tropes favored in subtitles, aiming at exploring the 
constraints of translatability of the figures of speech, revealing the dialectic relation 
between translatability and untranslatability of figures of speech, and finally arguing 
for the equal status of the author, the text, the interpreter and the audience. 
0.2 Research Motivation 
It seems that there is a tendency of neglecting or ignoring the transfer of formal 
features of figures of speech in the subtitle translation. For instance, the translation of 
“Your mistletoe is no match for my T.O.W. missile” as “你们那槲寄生挡不了我的陶
氏反坦克导弹!” completely loses the aesthetic feature as well as the humorous effect 
brought by the chiasmus in the source language. For another instance, the translation 
of “I feel like the miracle worker” as “我感觉我像个奇迹缔造者” does not make any 
sense to the Chinese audience since they do not have the vaguest idea of what “奇迹
缔造者” alludes to. It is such unsatisfactory translation quality of subtitles that has 
motivated me to focus on the translatability of the figures of speech in subtitles. 
The first draft of this dissertation employs linguistic approaches to explore the 
translatability of figures of speech in subtitles, with a focus on the interlingual transfer 















are replaced by a hermeneutic approach in compliance with the review opinion of the 
dissenting professor, whose opinion is rather challenging yet constructive. However, 
the existing hermeneutic viewpoints directly elaborating translatability are quite 
sporadic and unsystematic, and therefore I ventures to sort out systematic theoretical 
rationale for translatability and untranslatability based on the analysis of the 
development from epistemological hermeneutics to ontological hermeneutics and 
post-Gadamer hermeneutics.  
0.3 Dissertation Significance 
The significance of this dissertation lies in that, through the systemization of 
hermeneutic viewpoints that can be used to argue for or against translatability as well 
as the empirical analysis of the translation of the figures of speech in subtitles (1) it 
explores the constraints of translatability of these figures of speech in subtitles, 
namely, the author’s intention, textual meaning, fusion of horizons between the author, 
the interpreter and the audience, inherent temporospatial limits of subtitling, the 
dualistic tension between the subject and the object, between the interpreter’s 
presence and the audience’s absence, the degree of acceptability to audience, the 
necessity to reproduce the aesthetic feature of figures of speech as well as the logical 
coherence of the context; (2) it reveals that the unity of formal meaning and 
substantive meaning of figures of speech in source language, upon translation, 
becomes irreconcilable contradiction in target language; in other words, the necessity 
to reproduce aesthetic feature and rhetoric effect, and to satisfy the acceptability to 
target language readers or audience and to ensure the logical coherence inevitably 
eclipses the cultural connotation communicated by the surface structural meaning of 
the figures of speech in source language; (3) it tries to argue for that the emphasis of 
understanding the author’s intention and textual meaning does not negate the 
interpreter’s subjectivity and creativity during the process of understanding and 
reformulation of the figures of speech in subtitles; likewise, the emphasis of 
ontological value of interpreter, the acceptability to the audience or the distantiation of 
the text does not entitle the interpreter to arbitrary manipulation of the translation of 
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